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ABSTRACT 



This report presents information from a 1997 community forum 
of the Vermont Advisory Committee on racial harassment in Vermont public 
schools. Parents, students, teachers, administrators and community and 
advocacy group representatives offered their views on racial harassment in 
the public schools, describing them as hostile and unfriendly places wherein 
racial slurs, epithets, and physical assaults occurred. The committee 
concluded that: racial harassment was pervasive in and around Vermont’s 
public schools, and elimination of this harassment was not a priority; 
coordinated leadership by elected officials, business leaders, and education 
officials was needed to improve racial relations; existing state law was 
deficient in addressing these problems; staff shortages and limited resources 
available to the Vermont Department of Education made it difficult for the 
Department to set the elimination of racial harassment as a statewide 
priority; and the Vermont Human Rights Commission had insufficient resources 
to effectively address reported racial harassment incidents. Recommendations 
for each of these problems are presented. Relevant letters, policy, and 
legislation are appended. (SM) 
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The United States Commission on Civil Rights 

The United States Commission on Civil Rights, first created by the Civil Rights Act of 195 <, 
and reestablished by the United States Commission on Civil Rights Act of 1983. is an 
independent, bipartisan agency of the Federal Government. By the terms of the 1983 act. as 
amended by the Civil Rights Commission Amendments Act of 1994, the Commission is 
charged with the following duties pertaining to discrimination or denials of the equal 
protection of the laws based on race, color, religion, sex, age, disability, or national origin, or 
in the administration of justice: investigation of individual discriminatory denials of the right 
to vote: study and collection of information relating to discrimination or denials of the equal 
protection of the law; appraisal of the laws and policies of the United States with respect to 
discrimination or denials of equal protection of the law; maintenance of a national 
clearinghouse for information respecting discrimination or denials of equal protection of the 
law: investigation of patterns or practices of fraud or discrimination in the conduct of Federal 
elections: and preparation and issuance of public service announcements and advertising 
campaigns to discourage discrimination or denials of equal protection of the law. The 
Commission is also required to submit reports to the President and the Congress at such 
times as the Commission, the Congress, or the President shall deem desirable. 

The State Advisory Committees 

An Advisory Committee to the United States Commission on Civil Rights has been 
established in each of the 50 States and the District of Columbia pursuant to section 105(c) of 
the Civil Rights Act of 1957 and section 3(d) of the Civil Rights Commission Amendments Act 
of 1994. The Advisory Committees are made up of responsible persons who serve without 
compensation. Their functions under their mandate from the Commission are to: advise the 
Commission of all relevant information concerning their respective States on matters within 
the jurisdiction of the Commission; advise the Commission on matters of mutual concern in 
the preparation of reports of the Commission to the President and the Congress; receive 
reports, suggestions, and recommendations from individuals, public and private 
organizations, and public officials upon matters pertinent to inquiries conducted by the State 
Advisory Committee: initiate and forward advice and recommendations to the Commission 
upon matters m which the Commission shall request the assistance of the State Advisory 
Committee: and attend, as observers, any open hearing or conference that the Commission 
may hold within the State. 
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Letter of Transmittal 



Vermont Advisory Committee to the 
U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 

Members of the Commission 
Mary Frances Berry, Chairperson 
Cruz Reynoso, Vice Chairperson 
Carl A. Anderson 
Yvonne Y. Lee 
Russell G. Redenbaugh 

Ruby G. Moy, Staff Director 

The Vermont Advisory Committee submits this report of its community forum on racial 
harassment in Vermont public schools held on November 4 and 5, 1997, in Burlington and 
Rutland. In 1996 the Advisory Committee learned that racial slurs and physical assaults 
were repeatedly directed at minority students in both elementary and secondary schools. The 
Committee also received allegations that some schools permitted a racially hostile 
environment to exist and, in some instances, encouraged school activities or employed 
curriculum materials that were derogatory to minority students. At its 2-day forum, the 
Committee sought to collect information regarding these and other incidents from State and 
Federal officials, school officials and teachers, community leaders, parents, and students. 

Thirty-six panelists offered their views of racial harassment in the public schools. Many 
described the public schools as unfriendly and hostile, a setting wherein racial slurs, 
epithets, and physical assaults occur. This environment leads minority students to 
experience fear in every day school activities and contributes to their general ostracism from 
the total school community. The Committee is deeply concerned for the safety and welfare of 
all students, particularly minorities, who at times must confront these acts without 
assistance from school officials and State agencies. 

The number of panelists at the forum represents a small fraction of persons invited by the 
Advisory Committee to participate in the discussion. Despite the Advisory Committee’s 
substantial outreach efforts to State legislators, educational union representatives, and 
school administrators, the Advisory Committee noted the absence of many key figures in the 
educational community who could have contributed information to the Committee but chose 
not to. Their absence and apparent lack of interest in the problem, the Committee believes, 
reflect a general indifference to the problem of racial harassment. 

Based on information gathered at the forum and followup research, the Committee 
concludes: 

• Racial harassment appears pervasive in and around the State’s public schools. The 
elimination of this harassment is not a priority among school administrators, school 
boards, elected officials, and State agencies charged with civil rights enforcement. In 
some instances, administrators and government leaders have denied the existence of the 
problem and do not acknowledge the need for improvements in overall race relations 
within the State. As the numbers of minority students increase, there will be a 



iii 



O 

ERLC 



5 



concurrent rise in the number of racial harassment incidents that will not be adequately 
dealt with by school administrators and State civil rights enforcement agencies. 

• Coordinated leadership by elected officials, business leaders, and education officials is 
needed to bring about improved race relations. 

• Existing State law is deficient in addressing the problem of racial harassment on a 
systemwide basis and does not grant the Vermont Department of Education direct 
oversight responsibility of supervisory unions and local school boards with regards to 
racial harassment issues. This greatly inhibits the department’s ability to impose 
sanctions in the event particular boards fail to develop or implement antiharassment 
policies and procedures. 

• Staff shortages and limited resources available to the Vermont Department of Education 
render it difficult for the department to set the elimination of racial harassment as a 
statewide priority, conduct statewide assessments of the effectiveness of local efforts to 
promote bias-free school environments, and offer training and technical expertise to 
schools. 

• The Vermont Human Rights Commission, the only State agency specifically empowered 
to investigate racial harassment incidents, does not have sufficient resources to 
effectively address racial harassment incidents once they are reported. When complaints 
are made to the agency, parents of minority students experience long delays between the 
time a complaint is filed and commission action, and are not informed of the status of 
their complaints. These undue delays have not only frustrated parents but continued to 
inflict psychological damage on students who daily confront harassment on school 
grounds. 

This report brings to the forefront an important, yet often neglected issue, and offers useful 
recommendations to State officials, school administrators, and civic organizations. We believe 
this report contributes to the Commission s efforts to monitor equal educational opportunity at 
the national level. The Committee has adopted its report in a recorded poll of all members by a 
vote of 13 to 0, no abstentions. 



Respectfully, 




Kimberly B. Cheney, Chairperson 
Vermont Advisory Committee 
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Vermont Advisory Committee to the 
U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 



Mr. Kimberly B. Cheney, Esq. Chairperson 
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Dr. Charles E. Memusi Johnson 

Thetford 



Dr. Wanda Arce-Quinones 
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Rabbi Noah Kitty, MAHL 



Brattleboro 
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Ms. Karen F. Saudek 

Montpelier 
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Stowe 



Mr. John Tucker 
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Dr. Samuel B. Hand, who served on the Committee during the development of the project 
and the holding of the community forum, contributed significantly to the early draft report. 
John Wu also a former member of the Advisory Committee, participated in the development 
of the project concept. 

*These members were appointed to the Advisory Committee in July 1998. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 



I urge you to please develop a sense of urgency about 
racism within our schools. All of our children are be- 
ing diminished. If you are in a position to receive this 
report, you are most likely in a position to do some- 
thing about it. You have an obligation to all children 
to be a catalyst for change. Don't allow the legacy that 
parents of children of color have had to pass on to 
each generation continue, the legacy of picking our 
children up at 2:30 and attempting to repair the dam- 
age that has been done to them during their school 
day. Racism is not a problem or an issue; it's a way of 
life. 

- excerpt from parent testimony 1 

On the evening of June 25, 1997, a 13-year- 
old African American boy was beaten with a 
baseball bat outside a Burlington mall by several 
white teenagers, who witnesses claim shouted 
racial remarks at the victim. 2 A week before the 
attack, community leaders in Burlington spon- 
sored a forum to discuss race relations and ways 
to end racial harassment in the surrounding 
community. The forum was spearheaded by sup- 
port groups and community action organizations 
that for many years have expressed concern for 
the safety of minorities and have voiced their 
belief that overall race relations in the State 
have deteriorated. 

These organizations, formed to serve Ver- 
mont’s expanding minority population, have 
monitored the rise in the number of racial har- 
assment incidents against minority youth, some 
of which occurred in and around Vermont public 
schools. 3 .Although the number of actual inci- 



1 Leslie McCrorey Wells, testimony before the Vermont Ad- 
visory Committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 
community forum. Burlington, Vermont, Nov. 4, 1997, Bur- 
lington transcript (hereafter cited as Burlington Transcript) 
p. 282. The transcript of these proceedings is on file at the 
Commission’s Eastern Regional Office. 

- Shay Totten, “Rebuilding Racial Harmony,” Vermont 
Times. July 9, 1997. vol. 7, no. 28; and Lexis/Nexis State 
News Service, “Minority Leaders Charge Racism,” June 27, 
1997. 

1 See Lexis/Nexis State News Service, Vermont, June 17, 
1996; Kristin Bloomer, “New Group Vows to Fight Racism,” 



dents is not available, the Vermont Human 
Rights Commission, the Vermont Department of 
Education, and community groups have docu- 
mented numerous cases of racial harassment 
directed at students of all ages. These include 
physical and verbal assaults against minority 
elementary school students, racial harassment of 
an African American high school student by 
athletic team members, and racial epithets di- 
rected at a biracial student. 4 It is alleged that 
these incidents are a small sample of the kinds 
of racial harassment that occur in the public 
schools. 5 

It has also been reported that some school 
administrators have shown a reluctance or un- 
willingness to take necessary action to prevent 
these incidents. In some cases, the Vermont 
Human Rights Commission found that although 
school officials were aware of the harassment, 
schools failed to put a stop to the conduct or did 
not take appropriate steps to redress the sys- 
temic problem of continuing racial harassment. 6 
In one case, over a several year period, parents 
of a minority elementary school student reported 
incidents of racial harassment to the school ad- 
ministration, which responded to each incident. 
When the child’s parents asked the, school to 
take broader remedial action, no additional ac- 
tion was taken until the student was subjected 
to five incidents in a 2-week period. 7 It was only 
after these incidents that the school contacted 
the parents of the harassing students and 
threatened to impose harsher disciplinary action 



Rutland Herald and the Sunday Times Argus , June 16, 

1996. 

4 Susan M. Sussman, former executive director, Vermont 
Human Rights Commission., written statement presented to 
the Vermont Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission 
on Civil Rights, May 15, 1996. A copy of the statement is on 
file at the Commission’s Eastern Regional Office. 

5 Ibid 

6 Ibid. 

7 Harvey Go lu bock, director, Vermont Human Rights Com- 
mission, testimony, Burlington Transcript, p. 56. 
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